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I
Having been written at the same period in time and in
the same country, the two American novels, Maggie:

A Girl

of the Streets {A Story of New York) (1893), by Stephen
Crane, and The Awakening (1899), by Kate Chopin, deal with
the lives and deaths of two surprisingly similar young women
living in different social standing in different regions.
Scholars and critics alike agree that Stephen Crane was an
influential American Naturalistic writer, and that he made a
great impact upon the fledgling literary school of
Naturalism.

Kate Chopin, however, is typically associated

with the local color movement of the same period in American
literary history.

Yet, Chopin displays many of the

conventions related to Naturalism in The Awakening.

Her

approach to her main characters is both serious and
scholarly.

She, like Crane, closely observes the way that

the animals in the social jungle interact with one another.
Ed Kykle, showing that such observation was important to the
Naturalistic school, comments,
As the end of the century progressed, there
emerged those who were beginning to be concerned
with actualities of a world of reality, not
fantasy.

They became first the Naturalists and
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later the Realists. (220)
Both Crane and Chopin are representative members of this
intellectual movement.
Likewise, both crane and Chopin can be directly linked
to the Naturalists of their day.

About Crane, Donald Pizer,

a noted critic on Naturalism, makes the following
observation in his article "Stephen Crane's Maggie and
American Naturalism":
Stephen Crane's Maggie: A Girl of the streets has
often served as an example of Naturalistic fiction
in America.

Crane's novel about a young girl's

fall and death in the New York slums has many
of the distinctive elements of naturalistic
fiction, particularly a slum setting and the
theme of the overpowering effect of environment.
Crane himself appeared to supply a naturalistic
gloss to the novel when he wrote to friends
that Maggie was about the effect of environment
on human lives. (168)
crane was familiar with literary Naturalism through his
association with the American Naturalistic and Realistic
writer William Dean Howells.

Richard Chase points out that

in literary Naturalism "There is a new impulse toward
radical social protest.

This had been learned in part from

Crane's friend and advocate Howells" (ix).
Brian Wilkie and James Hurt, Kate Chopin

According to

l
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read Darwin and was profoundly influenced by
him.

She disliked reform and was basically

pessimistic about the ability of men and women to
escape their "biological fates."

(1420)

The Awakening supplies direct evidence that Kate Chopin was
also familiar with literary Naturalism.

Chopin makes

references to Alphonse Daudet, a French Naturalistic writer
of the nineteenth century, in chapter four, when Madame
Ratignolle asks that Daudet be read to her as she sews.
Chopin also mentions Edmond Goncourt, another writer of the
Naturalistic school, in chapter eight when Robert asks to
borrow a Goncourt book.

Chopin, then, knew of the

Naturalistic movement in literature going on while she was
writing The Awakening and Crane was working on Maggie.
Literary Naturalism, flourishing during the time when
both these novels were published, clearly influenced the
writer's attitudes toward their leading females and the
characters making up their social environment.

Both crane's

Maggie Johnson and Chopin's Edna Pontellier are driven by
their instincts in a world too strong for them.

The

foundation for literary Naturalism was the advent of
Darwinism and Spencer's concept of survival of the fittest
taken from the animal world, which obviously had an effect
on these two novelists.

Herbert Spencer noted that this

movement was based upon the assumption that "the society was
seen as a kind of extension of biology" (qtd. in Russett
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86).

Darwinians believe, according to Cynthia Russett, in

"the shaping power of the environment" and that "social
forces distort and stunt the lives of women" (13).

These

opinions held by Spencer's and Darwin's followers can be
recognized as components of both Maggie: A Girl of the
streets and The Awakening.
To illustrate the reality of the animal world in the
settings of the two novels, both writers use the same
literary conventions of animal symbolism and animal imagery.
These conventions are also used to explicate the socio
psychological positions of the characters.
clearly divided into two distinct groups.

The symbols are
The first group

is comprised of wild, unevolved, jungle animals.

These are

used to demonstrate brutality and the primitive nature of
mankind, particularly of interest to the Naturalistic writer
in the early days of Darwin's theory of evolution.

The

second group consists of bird symbolism and images, which
conjure up ideas of intellectual and spiritual strength as
well as freedom in the character of the female protagonist
in both novels.
Also, both writers focus on the concept of biological
determinism in which a character's environment directly
affects her destiny.

Crane uses the "concrete jungle"--an

late nineteenth-century synthesis of the jungle environment
and its inhabitants' constant struggle for survival with the
advent of industrialization and urbanization that created
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steady environmental pressure for human survival. In Maggie,
Crane depicts the New York City slums to create this
pressure, a product of the urban environment and the
animalistic nature and appearance of the characters, which
defines the basis of the concrete jungle.

In the Bowery,

Maggie Johnson becomes a helpless creature, reacting
according to her bird's instinct in a savage jungle, the
poverty and social oppression of the slums, from which she
has only one escape--a flight to death.
In The Awakening, Edna Pontellier finds herself in a
wild island setting as well as in the refined "cage" of New
Orleans' oppressive social and gender role expectation--a
"social jungle."

The social jungle is that environment

where the individual faces mandatory conformity or must
possess the strength to survive as a social outcast.

This

situation fits the common Victorian social and gender
concepts displayed in a statement by Charles Darwin himself
in 1871:

"Man is more powerful in body and mind than woman,

and in the savage state he keeps her in a far more abject
state of bondage than does the male of any other animal"
(qtd. in Russett 78).

Edna, too, attempts to overcome the

impact of her environment; and, like Maggie, she suffers the
same social and psychological demise with a surprisingly
similar suicidal death.
Clearly, these two novels, rarely examined together,
can be compared to show distinct similarities between the
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protagonist females, the oppressive social environment
continually interacting with these women, and the brutality
of the competitive men/beasts inhabiting their environment.
However, the different genders of the writers themselves
seem to show a disparity between their sympathies toward
their leading females.

The links joining these two novel

become apparent upon further examination of the two texts.

II

Almost each day in ordinary speech, someone uses a
clich� involving animal imagery or symbolism to describe
another person, common colloquialisms about personality
traits, like sly as a fox, stubborn as a mule, mean as a
snake, or crazy as a loon, or physical traits, like strong
as an ox, fat as a pig, or graceful as a swan.

The Bible is

an early example of how literature provides people with
animal imagery and symbols.

As an example, the camel has

become the symbol for avarice based on the passage from
Matthew which states, "It is easier for a camel to go
through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter
into the kingdom of God" (19:24), and the snake has
represented evil ever since the presence of the serpent in
the Garden of Eden.

In the British literary tradition, with

the advent of the early

English morality plays, characters

became completely symbolic, occasionally being portrayed as
animals.

Edmund Spenser in his great epic, The Faerie

Queen, used animal symbolism which directly represented the
deadly sins.

For instance, lechery is symbolized as a goat,

idleness as an ass, and gluttony as a swine.

Much later,

Coleridge's Rime of the Ancient Mariner provided the
connotations we continue to associate with the albatross.
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Throughout literary history, animal imagery has been
present, but we see its most significant use in the literary
movement of Naturalism.

The Naturalists, being influenced

by the newly born theory of evolution, realized the animal
ancestry of mankind and employed animal imagery and
symbolism to strengthen their focus on man's interaction
with nature and environment.
Crane and Chopin, as American Naturalistic writers,
utilize the literary convention of animal symbolism and
animal imagery in order to help them paint a naturalistic
and vivid description of characters and places.

Crane

provides a brutally honest and sometimes horrific picture of
the New York slums or concrete jungles that existed in the
latter portion of the nineteenth century.

Crane's vision of

the life and death situations existing in the slums shows
one of the distinctive elements of Naturalistic fiction--the
theme that men are linked to their primitive ancestry and
are shaped by their environment while being unable to effect
any change of their own; characters are bound to their
environment without the power to change its effect on
themselves.

Here one can recognize how, in the fiction of

Crane, men and women act in the manner of and even become
animals.

Chopin's characters are governed by the same rules

of nature; since the environment is milder, the
manifestations of environment upon character are milder and
veiled, but prevalent, nonetheless.

Donald Pizer says of
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Naturalistic characters, in his book Realism and Naturalism
in Nineteenth-Century American Literature, "Theirs are lives
of animal struggles."

Later he adds that the "animal world"

image is maintained throughout Crane's works in particular
(124).

The most obvious portrayal of the man/beast image is in
the use of animal sounds coupled with the direct speech of
characters, when the writer infuses the action and
embodiment of the characters with the image of the beast.
Traditionally, animals have been used as the basis for
character formation in order to give the particular
character a readable sense of primitive power.

Also,

coupled with this technique, a writer may create a setting
or.situation that uses a primitive environment filled with
howling and gutteral noises of the men/beasts, seemingly
more prevalent than their female counterparts, which
populate this jungle.

crane and Chopin both make use of

those animals that have traditionally been painted as cruel
and savage, such as dogs, wolves, and big cats.

These

animals tend to be viewed as territorial and brutal.
writers also contrast earth-bound animals with

These

flying

birds, primarily female, to show the more highly evolved
spirit.
Traditionally, fighting dogs and canine barks, snarls,
and howls have denoted the primitivism and the hostility of
such violent creatures.

According to Steven Olderr's
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symbolism: A Comprehensive Dictionary, fighting dogs show
"fury, war, prowling, contempt, depravity, and impurity"
(38).

These ideas are paramount to one's understanding the

formation of characters in the works Maggie: A Girl of the
streets and The Awakening.

In Crane's work, for example,

before the confrontation between Pete and Jimmie, each is
seen through the image of a dog with his "lips curled back"
(129).

An earlier instance of this growling and teeth

baring by Pete is shown when his lips "curl" back in chapter
5 (18).

These men, all preparing for combat, show their

brutish nature by the dog images and symbolisms.

When they

lunge at one another, crane describes Pete and Jimmie as
"bull-dogs"

(37).

The characters in

Maggie quite

frequently howl, bark, growl, snarl, and snort their
vocalizations, especially Maggie's mother and her brother,
as well as Pete.

For example, Jimmie "howls" at his father

(11), he "howled" at his mother (12), and he even "howled"
in a fight (39).
(35).

Pete "growled" at Jimmie in the saloon

Mary "howled" at the urchins (29) and at Jimmie (30).

Mary even "snorts" like a dog (9).

Crane characterizes the

urban dwellers of the Bowery as packs of dogs when Jimmie
observes that those people filled the streets and his fellow
drivers "howl" like beasts in chapter 4 (11).

Like Crane,

though to a lesser degree, Chopin in The Awakening uses dog
symbolism, for example, when she makes Robert a "cur" for
his lacking of manners toward Edna (106).

L

Robert even says
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that he is like a "dog" (12).

When Edna swims out into the

water in the final paragraph of the novel, she imagines that
she hears the "barking of an old dog," a sound connected to
the harsh, earthly world she is leaving (114).

The howling,

barking, animal sounds, as well as this dog imagery, conjure
up images of the uncivilized jungle, a concrete jungle or
social jungle where there exists a day to day struggle for
survival.
In close physical and evolutionary relationship to the
dog is the wolf.

This is true in the traditional literary

meanings implied by the use of wolf imagery as well.
Howling or fighting wolves represent the concept of "murder,
cruelty, and the Untamed Nature," as well as what Olderr
defines as the "lesser instincts taking control of the more
human instincts"

(150).

These images closely resemble

those of dog symbolism and again show the less than
civilized nature of crane's characters.

For example, the

wolf image recalls the ideas of cruelty and the primitive
instinct.

Also, all of the howling vocalizations evoked by

the dog imagery lend themselves easily to the wolf image.
Clearly, both Jimmie and Mary show instances of the lesser
instincts and lesser evolved ancestry taking control of
their actions.

Within many species of animals, such as the

social order of wolves, there exists an inherent pack
mentality.

In these various packs exists a ranking order

with a dominant male leader.

..

Barry Holstun Lopez, in his
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book about wolves, Of Wolves and Men, addresses this aspect
of the wolf pack when he states that "there are social
structures in the pack: a hierarchy of males . . . there is,
typically, an 'alpha,' or primary male that dominates the
others"

(31).

In the primitive and instinctual world that

Crane creates in his fiction, men, as pack dwelling
dog/wolf-like animals, require the role of the single, male
pack leader.

The dominant male human animal, like the dog,

the wolf, and even man's closer ancestor, according to
Darwin, the ape, establishes his position in the "pack"
through violence and domination over weaker males.
In Maggie, Jimmie also fights to establish his role as
the dominant male.

The novel opens with an incident

illustrating how, as a small child, Jimmie intimidates the
other boys on the gravel heap, creating early on both the
male circle he will dominate and the opposing savage
group/pack described as "howling urchins from Devil's
Row. . . circling madly about" (3).

Eventually, with the

progression of the novel, Jimmie rises to the head of the
family and asserts his leadership and, ultimately, power.
Pizer comments that "He [Jimmie] respects only strength in
the form of the red fire engine which has the power to crush
his wagon" and not that of man; Jimmie becomes "dominant in
his world of primitive competition"

(124).

Because the

role of dominant male is never guaranteed, Jimmie must
constantly struggle to maintain his position in the pack.
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such struggles lead to a rift in his relationship with Pete,
because once Jimmie becomes full grown and no longer
physically inferior to Pete, Jimmie sees Pete as his
ultimate challenger and possible usurper of his dominant
position.

Since all of the members of the pack cannot be

dominant, the rest act as unquestioning followers.

For

example, a semi-circle of children "gather around their
victims."

Jimmie's initiation into the violent world of the

pack that exists in the streets of the city occurs in front
of his friends on the gravel heap.

Jimmie as a child is a

leader of the boys, shown when "The entire Devil's Row party
followed him" (4).

Upon the death of his father, Jimmie

assumes the role as leader of the home.

Jimmie gathers

together a small group of men to confront Pete in the
saloon.

Also, everyone in the Bowery group, including both

Pete and Jimmie, turns his back on

Maggie without question

or sympathy. Therefore, the inhabitants of the Bowery,
especially the males, find themselves in howling and
growling packs of man/beasts.
In the evolutionary scale of fierce animals, moving
from wolf imagery to ape imagery, one finds a great many
ape-like grunting figures in both novels.

These grunting

noises symbolize uncivilized nature. In Maggie, Mary
"grunts" (9)

in innumerable instances throughout the novel.

Mary even physically looks like a huge ape when she is in a
drunken rage.

-

Fo� example, when Jimmie looks at his mother

tr
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he notes that "he could hear his mother moving heavily
about" (11), "his mother's great chest was heaving" (12),
and "her great fists quivered as she shook them madly in the
air" (29).

Later in the novel, Mary again "grunts" while

the urchins on the street, in a circle about her, "dance
about and hoot and yell and jeer" (29).

This behavior by

the street children evokes the image of a display by
excited apes gathering around some other intruding creature
of interest or fear--certainly sub-human behavior.

Even in

the prestigious and refined atmosphere presented by Chopin
in New Orleans society, Mr. Highcamp, a society gentleman,
cannot elude his animalistic, ape-like nature since Mr.
Highcamp "grunts" at Edna after their dinner party (75).
Thus, the brutish nature of the ape in the concrete jungle
spills over into
society.

Chopin's seemingly more civilized high

Ape symbolism, then, appears in these works in

order to show the primitive nature of some men, as suggested
by Darwin's evolution theory.
More interesting in its important connection to the two
women characters is crane's and Chopin's use of cat
imagery--both the primitive and modern cat.
hand, Crane uses undomesticated

On the one

cats, such as the panther

or lion, to show a character as fierce, while Chopin uses a
more complex set of cat images to represent the sex drive.
Symbolically, the panther creates a personified figure of
the male warrior and the principles of evil as we see in
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crane's novel.

In Maggie, the Johnson home is described as

being like a "panther den" (12).

This panther den is the

place where the residents take on a constantly recurring
warrior role in their daily battles with one another.
Before one man attacks another,

the human personification

of the beast in the form of the panther occurs, as when "the
panther came in to Pete's eyes"

(37).

Pete as "leonine" at the show (47).

Maggie describes

These images contrast

to the depiction of Maggie in chapter two as
small, pursued tigress" (9).

being "like a

Unlike the big and powerful

male wild cats, the cat imagery associated with Maggie is
that of a "small" and "pursued" cat, not an aggressor like
Pete.
One finds instances of cat imagery in The Awakening,
as well.

However, unlike the symbolism of the panther, or

even the tigress, the cat imagery in Chopin's novel is in
each case representative in some way of a character's
sexuality.

At the beginning of the novel, before Edna has

begun her sexual "awakening," she is described as being
unlike a cat.

Chopin describes

Edna as "not much given to

reclining in the hammock, and when she did it was with no
cat-like suggestion of voluptuous ease" (31).

In contrast,

early in the novel, Robert Lebrun is described as a
"troublesome cat" (12).

These different images seem to

indicate that Robert, young and much given to flirting,
begins the novel as a sexually aware creature, while Edna
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must develop her sexuality through him.

As the novel

progresses, Edna's increasing awareness of her sexuality is
indicated by the implementation of cat imagery, although
this feline imagery seems focused on Edna's contact with
Robert, o r instances when her thoughts are on him.

By the

middle of the novel, Edna is observed by the Doctor as "some
beautiful, sleek animal waking in the sun" (70), just before
she tells the story that is obviously a reminiscence of her
day on the Islands with Robert.
However, when Robert is out of Edna's immediate
thoughts, she is shown, again, lacking all cat imagery, as
the following passage indicates:
. She herself was almost devoid of coquetry.
There were one or two men whom she observed at
the soiree musicale; but she would never have felt
moved to any kittenish display to attract their
notice--to any feline or feminine wiles to express
herself toward them.

(68)

Finally, at the height of Edna's sexual self-awareness, an
actual cat figures in the novel.

This cat "made friends

with him [Robert], and climbed into his lap when he smoked
his cigar" (105).

This cat in Robert's lap is symbolic of

Edna's desires and the sexual tension between the would-be
lovers.
desires.

It appears as a surrogate for what Edna herself
Therefore, cat imagery in The Awakening is

associated with Edna Pontellier's sexual awakening and her

--
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interaction--either in person or in her imagination--with
Robert Lebrun.

Cat images associated with the women

characters are quite different from the truculent, wild male
cats in both Crane's and Chopin's works.
To characterize aggressive, domineering behavior
further, one will notice that a transition occurs from
animals to birds.
aggressor.

Within the bestiary, every species has an

In Maggie: A Girl of the streets, this

aggressor is the rooster.

The generally earth-bound rooster

is associated with male aggression.

According to Olderr,

the traditional connotations of the rooster in literature
are "the Male Principle, defiance, male aggression, and
activity" (112).

Associated with roosters is the image of

cock fighting, which shows instinctive combat between males
of the same species in struggle for dominance.

This rooster

image is aggressive, sexual, and violent, while the soaring
and mothering bird represents qualities more commonly
associated with the female.

Pete displays his male

principle as he "strutted" like a rooster--a behavior
intended to attract Maggie's attention (17).

Pete, Jimmie,

and his friend portray male aggression through their
precombat display where "they bristled like three roosters"
(37).

These men behave like roosters in a cock fight.

In

the competitive jungle, the men/beasts relay the aggressive
power of their inherent anger and at all times jockey for a
dominant position, again, expressed through animal imagery.
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The rooster, not kept in a bird cage but unable to soar
on its wings, has connotations quite different from birds
having these qualities.

Crane tells the reader early in the

novel where Maggie will go, even foreshadows her drowning,
through bird imagery and symbolism.

Mary Johnson tells

Jimmie that Maggie is duck-like when she says, "she goes teh
de bad, like a duck teh water" (33).

This image suggests

that Maggie, a bird figure and especially a waterfowl, is
destined to seek out the water for a place of belonging when
she can find no other.
Rather than utilize bird images to portray freedom,
Crane uses the idea of the caged bird to show male
domination over Maggie.

Metaphorically, Maggie becomes

Pete's lovely pet bird, caged in the environment in which he
places her.

Pete keeps Maggie just for show purposes, as

Crane shows in chapter twelve when Pete and Maggie are at
the performance:
At times men at other tables regarded the girl
furtively.
grinned.

Pete, aware of it, nodded at her and
He felt proud.

good-looker," he remarked.

"Mag, yer a bloomin'
(40)

Yet, when Pete is asked about his true feelings for Maggie,
crane reinforces the pet-for-show image by writing, "Pete
asserted at once that he was never very much interested in
the girl" (52).

When Pete's fancy falls upon an even more

beautiful show piece, like Nell, Maggie is set free.
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However, as a domesticated pet cannot survive in the wild on
its own in an environment unsuited for it--like a tropical
parrot set free in the cold of winter--Maggie cannot survive
with nowhere safe to go.

When both her family and Pete

abandon her, she is shown
. . . to have a struggle with herself.

She was

apparently bewildered and could not find speech.
Finally, she asked in a low voice, "But where kin
I go?"
The question exasperated Pete beyond the
powers of endurance.

It was an attempt to give

him some responsibility. . . .

(53)

Pete neither loved Maggie, as he said he did, nor had any
intention of keeping her; had he desired to do so, it would
seem that Pete's having taken Maggie in would have instilled
in him some responsibility to her as one who keeps a bird in
a cage must protect it and care for it, or it will die.
Chopin focuses to a much greater degree on bird
symbolism and imagery in connection with Edna Pontellier.
Chopin's use of real birds and bird images in conjunction
with her female characters is in keeping with the
traditional literary representations of birds, according to
Cirlot's A Dictionary of Symbols.

Applicable to Edna's

character, Cirlot states that "Birds are frequently used to
represent human souls" (28).

In the case of The Awakening,

the novel begins with a caged bird, a green and yellow
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parrot, that abruptly repeats "Allez vous-en!
en!

Sapristi!" (3).

Allez vous-

This imprisoned bird, as well as the

confined mocking bird located on the opposite side of the
doorway, are symbols of Edna Pontellier.

Edna is a rare,

exquisite bird who is kept on display and viewed as almost
mere decoration by her husband.

Her husband, Leonce

Pontellier, expects Edna not only to look beautiful and stay
•put like the parrot, but also to act like one by mimicking
and repeating expected social responses to him.

This also

calls back the mockingbird image, but unlike the parrot, the
mockingbird repeats its calls mockingly, the same way that
Edna later "mocks" her expected social responses.

When she

does correctly parrot for her spouse, he is pleased, but
when she refuses, such as in the island hammock scene, he
becomes angry and frustrated with her.

This social idea

would fit historically; Robertson states the common social
idea of the American turn of the century in commenting,
"Women were dependent on men for both love and monetary
welfare" (67).

She goes on to add that marital

submissiveness was the norm in that society (151).

The

mocking behavior of the parrot, as well as that of Edna,
would have been condemned in high society of the time.
Also, the green and yellow parrot acts as a symbol of
Edna and her rejection of her society's social norms.

The

parrot is socially shocking by its actions--it repeats an
unacceptable phrase over and over without concern.

An
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example of Edna's actions would be moving out of the house
of her husband.

Thus, Edna's actions are foreshadowed by

her symbolic relationship to the parrot.

Finally, as Olderr

suggests in his dictionary of symbolism, the bird could mean
"hope for freedom, or a longing for salvation," possibly by
a "kept woman" (12).

Yet, the green and yellow parrot says

what it wants when it wants since it is free of the
obligations imposed by proper etiquette.

When the Farival

twins perform "Zampa," the parrot shrieks, "Allez vous-en!
Sapristi!" since "He was the only being present who
possessed sufficient candor to admit that he was not
listening to these gracious performances for the first time
that summer" (24).

The parrot made the people of society

"indignant" and "objecting" (24).

Yet, on0e it had said

what it desired,
The parrot fortunately offered no further
interruption to the entertainment, the whole venom
of its nature apparently having been cherished up
and hurled against the twins in that one impetuous
outburst. (25)
If the twins represent society, then the parrot certainly
represents Edna since her actions later in the novel seem
closely to parallel the action of this outspoken bird.
One of the most significant bird images in The
Awakening appears when Chopin chooses to name the new house
of Edna the "pigeon-house."

This name suggests a place that
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a bird would live, not a woman.

It would seem that Edna

would not be pleased by a cage-like name for the place since
she was using the cottage as an escape from her restrictive
home.

At first evaluation, this house seems to be an escape

for Edna from the big house; it has the connotation of
positive coziness and independence.
safety without a man.

This place offers Edna

However, upon further examination,

one notes that the "pigeon house had but one door" and
"stood behind a locked gate" (91). This suggests that the
cottage acts as a symbolic bird cage for the woman.

Also,

there exists another symbolic connection between Edna and a
bird in the mere name of the cottage. Therefore, even Mrs.
Pontellier's choice of independent abode still recalls the
idea of an imprisoned bird.
In her physical description and situation, as well,
Edna appears with a canary-like image.

Edna

Pontellier is

described as having "eyes [that] were quick and bright, they
were a yellowish brown, about the color of her hair" (5).
At her dinner party, her physical appearance may remind the
reader of the color and wingspread of a canary:
The golden shimmer of Edna's satin gown spread in
rich folds on either side of her.

There was a

soft fall of lace encircling her shoulders.

It

was the color of her skin. (88).
Since a canary is a pretty yellow bird that is kept
domestically as a pet, regarded highly for its beauty but
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not its intellect, or allowed to live free, it seems to fit
as a symbol for Edna.

In addition, at points in the novel,

Chopin has her main character perform actions that appear
bird-like.

For example, at the dinner party, Edna is shown

having "spread her arms" (88); this movement suggests a bird
that is about to take flight, just as Edna is about to fly
to her new home.

In the same passage, she is described as

one "who stands alone" (88).

These two ideas fit with the

common literary symbolism of the solitary bird.

As Olderr

suggests, the bird alone represents a character acting and
living on a more superior mental plane than others around
him or her (11). Therefore, even the body movements of Edna
Pontellier suggest a symbolic likeness to some type of bird
figure.
Likewise, other characters in The Awakening
imagery in regard to Edna Pontellier.

use bird

For instance,

Mademoiselle Reisz warns Edna, using the symbol of a small
bird to tell her about strength and courage to fly above
prejudice.

At the same time, Mademoiselle Reisz puts her

hand to Edna's back to see if she has strong wings.

Edna

explains to Arobin,
" . . . when I left her [Reisz] today, she put her
arms around me and felt my shoulder blades, to see
if my wings were strong.

She said, 'The bird that

would soar above the level plain of tradition and
prejudice must have strong wings.

It is a sad
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spectacle to see the weaklings bruised, exhausted,
fluttering back to earth.'
"Whither would you soar?"
"I'm not thinking of any extraordinary
flights. . . ."

( 82)

Chopin uses these comments by

Mademoiselle Reisz in order

further to strengthen Edna as a symbolic bird figure who may
be too weak to complete flight from her previous lifestyle
on her own.
Edna is also shown as a parallel to a specific bird
early in the novel.

This bird appeared in Edna's

imagination as she listened to the dinner party performance
of the musical piece "Solitude."

This bird is described as

a "distant bird winging its flight away" (27).

The bird in

Edna's mind is soaring above the sea with strong wings.
Like Edna with her early and strong hopes, this bird does
not falter and keeps straight to its course in the sky.
This idea concurs with Welker's comment in Birds and Men:
American Birds in Science. Art and Literature that birds
represent ''the seeking of tranquility of spirit" (188).
Cirlot, as well, comments that high-flying birds represent
"spiritual longing" (28).

These two concepts closely

parallel the sky-soaring bird imagery associated with Edna.
Although Edna is associated with both the bird in
flight and the pet bird, the mother-bird image is a role
that Mrs. Pontellier is unable to play, since "she was not a

25

mother-woman" (10).

Chopin likens this mother-woman image

to a maternal bird by stating in the passage that follows:
The mother-women seemed to prevail that summer
at Grand Isle.

It was easy to know them,

fluttering about with extended, protecting wings
when any harm, real or imaginary, threatened their
precious brood.

(10)

Unlike Madame Ratignolle, who would "give her life for her
children" (48) and who appears "white" and "fluttering"
(16), Edna lacks the nesting instinct of domesticated,
mothering birds, like hens.

Mr. Pontellier believes that

his wife is not a mother-bird like Madame Ratignolle or the
other proud mothers vacationing at Grand Isle, observing
that "his wife failed in her duty toward their children"
(9).

He goes on to admit, "In short, Mrs. Pontellier was

not a mother

woman" (10).

Also, when her children were

away at their grandparents' home,
She did not miss them .

their absence was sort

of a relief, though she did not admit this, even
to herself.

It seemed to free her of a

responsibility which she had blindly assumed and
for which Fate had not fitted her. (20)
Since she is unlike Madame Ratignolle and the other mother
women/mother-birds that were plentiful on Grand Isle, Edna
is likened
birds.

instead to pet birds and exotic, free-spirited
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Finally, the most powerful symbol representing Edna
Pontellier is the bird with the broken wing that Edna sees
overhead moments before her death.

The bird, like Edna,

does not die on the land; rather, again like Edna, it is
shown "reeling, fluttering . . . down to the water" (113).
In addition, like the same bird, Edna has been "beating the
air" or struggling to stay aloft in her socially rigid
surroundings (113).

However, because of her "broken wings,"

she is as overcome as the bird above her and plunges into
the sea as a refuge and escape from her worldly
expectations.

Unlike the bird Edna imagines soaring above

the sea, the bird present before Edna's death is weak, as
Edna, too, appears to be quite weak by the end of the novel.
The two birds flying above the sea are parallels with a
slight but important difference, which is also the change in
the main character in the course of the novel--strength and
confidence become weakness and doubt.

Edna simply has not

developed into the strong woman that she must be in order to
survive alone in her forceful environment.

All of these

birds, with the exception of the nurturing and mothering
birds, clearly represent the character of Mrs. Edna
Pontellier.
Chopin, then, as well as Crane, utilizes bird imagery
and symbolism, both real and metaphorical, to illustrate the
difference between the protagonist female and
man/beast character.

the

Most of the male characters are
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described with

negative, earth-bound animal imagery, be

they of the four-legged variety, like dogs, the bipedal
apes, or those unable to soar in the skies, like the
rooster.

Although the symbolism traces a wide range of

seemingly opposite connotations, especially that mentioned
between negative earth-bound and positive flying creatures,
animal symbolism and imagery are a vital part of both
novels.

These conventions illustrate the sharp contrast

between the ruthless earth-bound attitude and the higher
spiritual desire of the soul.

In order fully to understand

the essence of Naturalism and of determinism one must not
disregard such a traditional literary convention as animal
imagery or symbolism. With this foundation, the reader of
Stephen Crane's novel, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, or
Kate Chopin's work, The Awakening, will be able more fully
to comprehend Charles Darwin's concept of biological
determinism.

Biological determinism rests on the premise

of the individual's acting and reacting as an animal in the
concrete jungle, or the social jungle, and being unable to
comprehend the magnitude of the environmental forces and the
internal stresses and the drives which control her and over
which she has no control.

III

With the advent of the twentieth century, there came an
increasing interest in the evolutionary theories of Spencer
and Darwin.

New revolutionary theories that centered on

man's evolution sprang from the fresh scientific human
origin postulates concerning man's transformation from lower
life forms, and pulled away from the Christian Genesis.
There was a growing concern over the deteriorating
conditions of the cities and the traditional order of
American society.

Urbanization had taken a large number of

people from small, rural communities, and brought them into
a growing and ever-changing industrial society where old
traditions were bending to include new social movements.
With the shift in population, situations of overcrowding,
where different individuals found themselves living in
closer proximity to one another than had been the case in
the earlier half of the nineteenth century, erupted,
accompanied by a strain on interpersonal relationships of
persons with various cultural backgrounds.
Stephen Crane's novel, Maggie:

In focusing on

A Girl of the Streets, Jean

cazemajou notes the intention of this Naturalistic novel
when she states,
The approach to slum life of Crane's first novel
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was new in that it did not preach and did not
encourage "slumming"; it simply aimed, he [Crane]
said, to "show people to people as they seem."
(14)
This statement also applies to Chopin's approach to her
novel, The Awakening, since she, writing at the same time,
is neither judgemental nor didactic; she did, like Crane,
attempt to show the human nature of people.

It is important

to note, also, the various images and ideas that came out of
the turmoil and social unrest that were beginning to take
hold in the cities.
In examining the novels of Crane and Chopin, the
concepts of naturalism and biological determinism become
clear through the use of animal imagery and animal
symbolism, particularly through the animalistic conditions
of the industrial cities and the changing social
hierarchies.

The cities were on occasion referred to as

concrete jungles--places where the human animals roamed and
preyed on the weaker of the species.

In the cities, as in

the jungles, the strongest and the most fierce or persistent
survived and the weak were destroyed.

These concepts

support the theories of evolution and give credence to the
idea of biological determinism.

Biological determinism

emphasizes the animalistic nature of human beings,
particularly their heredity, portraying them as animals
engaged in the endless struggle for survival.

In discussing
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both Maggie:

A Girl of the streets and The Awakening, one

finds unmistakable evidence of the influences of naturalism
and determinism.
Naturalism, as a theory present in literature,
approaches the conditions of life with a detached,
objective, and scientific outlook.

In its simplest sense,

the term Naturalism is the employment of the scientific
theories of Darwin and Spencer in fiction.

Within this view

man is characterized as being an insignificant creature who
acts and reacts according to his instincts, which serve as a
response to the conditions of his environment.
character of man

The

stays in a state of flux because of the

constant pressures of his environment, of the physical
conditions which surround him.
Charles Darwin, the progenitor of the theory of
evolution, created in his two famous scientific texts, The
Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871), what
may be considered the basis for the concept of biological
determinism.

Here, biological determinism takes for its

purpose the idea that the individual in society is nothing
more than a slightly evolved animal and has no control over
the environment in which he exists.

In connecting this idea

to the concept of animal imagery, especially animal noises
and their origination from the vicious throat of the
man/beast, it is useful to quote Johnathan Miller's
statement about Charles Darwin:
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He demonstrated that human behavior could be
traced back to its ancestral origins in animal
snarls.

From then on man could be no longer

regarded as a divine steward, specially created
to supervise and exploit God's natural handiwork.
Man, the paragon of purposiveness and foresight,
was one amongst a number of mechanisms whose
peculiar efficiency was the product of chance and
of necessity.

(170)

Thus in Darwinism man is one of these mechanisms whose
existence and movement through both the primitive and the
present world are products of chance and necessity.

Peter

Morton in The Vital Science addresses the power and the
impact of Darwin's scientific writings on literature.
Morton states:
The origin tore away man's image of himself as a
creature of divine fiat, set by God's deliberate
choice on a rung of the ladder of organic beings-
a little below the angels, to be sure, but many
rungs above the beasts.

But man now stood

revealed as the latest and tempora�y product of
Nature 1 s assembly-line, a line which ran all the
way back to the primordial ooze, and beyond that
to a condensing gas on the rim of an insignificant
galaxy.

(7)

Darwin's theories caused a revolution in thought that was

32
contemplated and implemented by writers who agreed with
Darwin's suppositions.
Darwin's theories, then, appear to act as the basis for
the concept of naturalism and, also, for biological
determinism.

According to a definition by Laura Berk,

biological determinism is
related to principals of evolution.

It involves

natural selection and survival of the fittest.
Darwin explained that certain species were
selected by nature to survive in particular parts
of the world because they possessed
characteristics that fit with, or were adapted to,
their surroundings.

Others died off because their

traits were either not well suited to their
environments, or that they simply lacked
adequate strength.

Those with more favorable

traits survived and passed on their genes to
future generations.
traits, died out. .

Others, with less favorable
In Darwin's earliest

writings, it was the emergence of physical
strength that promoted survival of a species.

He

concluded that all species were descended from a
few common ancestors, and that humans had
gradually evolved, like animals, according to the
process of natural selection.

(10)

In connection with these concepts, it is important to make
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brief mention of Spencer's ideas. The term for the survival
of the fittest was coined by Herbert Spencer, a contemporary
of Darwin, who believed that the great law of nature is the
constant action of forces which tend to change forms from
simple to complex, leaving those unable to change, or
compete for food, behind.
The scientific concepts of Darwin and Spencer spilled
out of the scientific community and became entwined with the
literary movement of naturalism.

Almost exclusively placed

within the bounds of the literary movement called
Naturalism, Crane's writing

contains countless examples of

the aforementioned properties of Naturalism.

Crane utilizes

these ideas as he shows the reader the animalistic outer
appearance without extensive deliberation upon the inner
thoughts of the characters.

The idea of both the pre-human

ancestry of mankind and the newly formed theories presented
by other scientists are merely presupposed and understood.
In Maggie, Crane applies a literary interpretation of
Darwin's concepts to his characters and illustrates this
point through characters who communicate with the language
of beasts, sitting precariously placed not near the divine
rungs of the angels but far below on rungs which hold the
unevolved and stagnated beasts.

These characters, as with

all individuals in society, are unable and unequipped to
alter the process of Nature's assembly-line.

Kate Chopin's

writing, which is rarely considered Naturalistic, does, in
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fact, use these same properties.

Yet, Chopin uses them more

subtly since the environment of her characters is not the
intense concrete jungle, but rather the less brutal social
jungle--another jungle atmosphere nonetheless.
In the fiction of Stephen crane the animal ancestry of
man is shown through the less evolved character and the less
evolved imagery of the Atavist, defined by Thio as "a
'throwback' to man's primitive ancestry" (24).

This idea

applies equally to individuals as well as to groups.
Maggie's father is described as having a "hairy throattt
(ll), and he crouches like a primitive, atavistic pre-human.
Maggie's mother also has the appearance of an unevolved
primitive, as we see in the following description:
Her [Mary's] face was enflamed and swollen from
drinking.

Her yellow brow shaded eye-lids that

had grown blue.

Her tangled hair

over her forehead.

tossed in waves

Her mouth was set in the

same lines of vindictive hatred that it had,
perhaps, borne during the fight.

Her bare, red

arms were thrown out above her head in positions
of exhaustion, something, mayhap, like those of a
sated villain. (12)
Also, continuing the horrifically primitive description,
crane identifies the old woman in the apartment building as
being "a gnarled and leathery personage .

[who] crooked

her legs under her and crouched immovable and hideous" (10).
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Again, Crane's horrific and grotesque image of some
sort of pre-human man/beast comes out in the
characterization of the man who is the last character that
Maggie comes in contact with before her death.

He is

described as being
. a huge fat man in torn and greasy garments.
His grey hair straggled down over his forehead.
His small, bleared

eyes, sparkling from amidst

great rolls of red fat, swept easily over the
He laughed, his brown,

girl's upturned face.

disordered teeth gleaming under a grey grizzled
moustache from which beer-drops dripped.

His

whole body gently quivered and shook like a dead
jelly-fish.

(56)

All of the negative imagery builds up to this jelly-fish,
which evokes an image of the less evolved, lower life-form
creatures that have maintained their physical and
compositional look for centuries.

The fat man opens his

mouth with a laugh; but one perceives immediately, through
the detailed description, an ancient mouth of a primitive,
pre-human.

Although Chopin does not use such extreme types

of imagery, throughout The Awakening the Pontellier children
do appear as tiny sub-humans.

For example, the boys are

sent to bed and make "shrieks of protest as they were
dragged away.

They had been permitted to sit up till after

ice-cream which naturally marked the limit of human
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indulgence" (25).

The words "human indulgence" suggest that

the children are somehow not human, or are less human than
the adults, while shrieking and being dragged conjure up
images of primitive man dragging his shrieking wife or child
behind him.

While both works utilize the concept of the

Atavist, the effect is much stronger in Maggie.
In close semblance to the imagery of the Atavist is the
habitat of these people--prirnitive physical settings.

The

primitive encampment of the atavistic pre-human that existed
thousands of years ago on the high plains lives on in
Crane's portrayal of the Bowery.

He paints this historical

and biological portrait through the following description
from chapter one:
In the streets infants played or fought with other
infants or sat stupidly in the way of vehicles.
Formidable women, with uncombed hair and
disordered dress, gossiped while leaning on
railings, or screamed in frantic quarrels.
Withered

persons, in curious postures of

submission to something, sat smoking pipes in
obscure corners.

A thousand odors of

cooking food came forth to the street.
A small ragged girl dragged a red, bawling infant
along the crowded ways.

He was hanging back,

baby-like, bracing his wrinkled, bare legs. (6)
In summing up this idea of the Neanderthal encampment of our
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earliest hunter-gatherer tribes and the connection of this
primitive past to the primitive present of the late
nineteenth-century city, crane also states,

"The two little

boys fight in the modes of four thousand years ago"

(5).

In The Awakening. the summer place on Grand Isle is
also

primitive and jungle-like, and the children there

appear as tiny primitives. Chopin describes the wild setting
on the island as follows:
The walk to the beach was no inconsiderable
one, consisting as it did of a long, sandy path,
upon which a sporadic and tangled growth that
bordered it on either side made frequent and
unexpected inroads.

There were acres of yellow

camomile reaching out . . . dark green clusters
glistened from afar in the sun (15).
This backdrop, though less brutal in appearance than that
depicted in Maggie, displays an untqmed nature.

Likewise,

in chapter four, Edna's children are described similarly to
those urchins shown in Maggief

"Tots as they were, they

pulled together and stood their ground in childish battles
with doubled fists and uplifted voices" (9).
ancestry of mankind is the basis

The animal

of Naturalism and

determinism in the literature of the late nineteenth century
and the early portion of the twentieth century. In these
novels the Atavist and his primitive encampment give a
crucial indication of the conditions of the time and the
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influence of the critical, scientific, and philosophical
theories of Darwin and Spencer.
In order to examine the importance of setting or
environment in Maggie and The Awakening, it must be noted
that these characters exist in constant states of discontent
and flux while remaining in a constant struggle for
survival.

For example, Crane describes the meal being eaten

by the Johnson children as an activity that closely
resembles both warfare and cave-dwelling.

There exists in

this image a metaphor of the primitive competition for food
which relates to Spencer's idea of the survival of the
fittest--those that can freely feed unhindered can survive.
This idea of the feeding ritual within pre-human, man/beast
activity is characterized by Crane as follows:
The babe sat with his feet dangling from a
precarious infant's chair and gorged his small
stomach.

Jimmie forced, with feverish rapidity,

the grease-enveloped pieces between his wounded
lips.

Maggie, with side glances of fear of

interruption, ate like a small pursued tigress.
(9)

In connection with this image of Maggie and her two brothers
at the dinner table, Jean cazemajou says,
the scene of a daily fight for survival"

"Maggie's home is
(14).

Finally,

Jimmie learns to sneak past his sleeping mother in order to
avoid a conflict and a confrontation that would arise from a
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display of her wild animal rage if he were to disturb her.
Here, stealth is a necessary skill for survival, shown as
Jimmy "stole forward.

He began to shiver in dread of

awakening his parents . . . He was fearful lest she [his
mother] should open her eyes and the dread within him was so
strong" (12).

Therefore, he is able to adapt and survive in

this environment.

In Maggie, Spencer's scientific ideas

relating to the survival of the individual in his or her
environment become evident.

The fight for daily survival is

crucial in the kill-or-be-killed view of the concept of the
survival of the fittest; if one does not adapt to his or her
environment or is unable to face constant struggle and
overcome these seemingly unavoidable obstacles of day to day
life, then one will become extinct through death.

His or

her own personal line of evolution is then nullified.
In the concrete jungle as well as the social jungle,
not all survive since not all traits necessary for survival
are manifest in all characters.

These traits include

strength, the ability to adapt to, or accept adequately,
fluctuating and cruel surroundings, and mechanisms for
personal escape.

The concrete jungles of the city create a

necessity of the individual to possess certain qualities to
survive, such as physical strength, dominance, intellect
adequate to recognize threats present in the environment,
the ability to adapt, and stamina for the endurance of daily
struggles.

Miller, in citing Darwin, remarks that

40
individuals lacking in these survival qualities are cast off
and they become extinct because "natural selection was an
elimination contest, since nature favored the strong and
exterminated the weak"

(171).

Darwin further emphasizes

this idea by saying that "in such a struggle, individuals
endowed with favorable novelties will survive, whereas less
fortunate individuals will perish" (Miller 114). Those
individuals who lack survival traits, or who are simply too
frail to survive, perish.
This notion is supported by crane in Maggie.

The baby,

Tommie, Maggie's brother, dies since he could not survive
the harsh, primitive atmosphere of his home life.

As an

infant, he lacks the care and protection of a mother
necessary in the survival of a tiny child too young to care
for itself.

The idea of weakness as an unfavorable trait

for survival is depicted

as well in the character of

Maggie, who is described as being a "frail girl" (13) and
who dies at the conclusion of the novel.
all respects.

Maggie is weak in

In chapter two, Maggie is shown as a

physically weak child:

"She tottered on her small legs

beneath burdens of dishes. . . . Maggie broke a plate" (9).
Unable to manage the load as a child, Maggie gives a clue
about the lack of strength to bear the burdens she will have
as an adult.

As a young woman, Maggie is unable to confront

the dynamic Pete.

Rather than encounter him directly, she

meekly "leaned back into the shadow" (19).

Maggie then
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falls into a dominated relationship with Pete.
Maggie does not have the survival qualities possessed
by Pete, as we see in the clear contrast of the description
of Maggie's appearance and Pete's in chapter 12:
Maggie was pale.

From her eyes had been plucked

all look of self-reliance.

She leaned with a

dependent air toward her companion.

She was

timid, as if fearing his anger or displeasure.
She seemed to beseech tenderness of him.

(39)

Pete's air of distinguished valor had grown upon
him until it threatened stupendous dimension.
He was infinitely gracious to the girl.

It was

apparent to her that his condescension was a
marvel.

He could appear to strut even while

sitting still and he showed that he was a lion of
lordly characteristics by the air with which he
He took pride in commanding the

spat . .
waiters.

(40)

Maggie's portrait shows frailty, while the description of
Pete displays the favorable trait of strength and the
ability to use his strength in dominating others.

When Pete

turns his attentions elsewhere, Maggie is forced into
prostitution, becoming what Crane calls "a girl of the
painted cohorts of the city" (54), since she does not have
the drive to fight back.
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Finally, she is swallowed up by the dark river flowing
through her environment.

Crane describes the girl's

surroundings with a tone of hopelessness, imprisonment, and
the indifference of Nature as follows:
The girl went into gloomy districts near the
river, where the tall black factories shut in the
street and only occasional beams of light fell
across the pavements .
She went into the blackness of the
The shutters of the tall buildings

final block.

were closed like grim lips--the structures seemed
to have eyes that looked over her, beyond her, at
. . the river appeared a deathly

other things
black hue.

(56)

Even though the environment is unconcerned with Maggie, it
seems to consume her.

In the survival of the fittest, it is

the overpowering, perpetual "life" of the city that prevails
over the unsubstantial girl.

According to Cazemajou,

"Maggie falls because environment is a tremendous thing in
the world and because she herself is weak" (15).

Maggie,

lacking the favorable traits of strength and endurance,
realizes her own extinction through her physical surrender
to the jungle.

Also, Crane shows those individuals lacking

stamina to do daily battle and their apathetic attitude
towards the struggle that in turn results in their physical
surrender to the jungle.

All of the characters like Maggie
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who lack fortitude become extinct, and those who have the
qualities of survival--domination, strength and endurance-
like Pete, Jimmie, and Maggie 1 s mother, survive.

They are

shown in the same environment after Maggie 1 s death as they
were before it, virtually unaffected.

The necessity for

survival techniques show Spencer 1 s evolutionary theory of
the survival of the fittest in action. The weak must then
surrender to natural selection since they are neither
equipped with the better physical means of survival, like
Jimmie 1 s fists, nor are they able to adapt to their
environment by conforming to and accepting their position in
nature, as Pete does.
In The Awakening. Chopin also focuses on a character
who is neither strong enough to survive, nor able to accept
her environment; she also perishes.

Chopin tells her reader

that "Edna Pontellier was different from the crowd" (16) and
that Edna had an "outspoken revolt against the ways of
Nature" (109).
a revolt.

She, however, is not suited to continue such

Mademoiselle Reisz tries to warn Edna that she

may have neither the persistence nor the fortitude to
undertake her rebellion against Nature in the aforementioned
scene where Reisz puts her hand to Edna 1 s shoulders to see
if her "wings were strong" enough, noting that weak ones are
of little good in such a case (82).

Edna 1 s environment-

particularly the environment of New Orleans high society--is
strongly related to her demise.
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The high society home of Madame and Victor Lebrun is
characteristic of the New Orleans environment which Edna
feels oppressed by.

Chopin describes it in a cage-like way:

Their home from the outside looked like a prison,
with iron bars before the door and lower windows.
The iron bars were a relic of the old regime, and
no one had ever thought of dislodging them.

At

the side was a high fence enclosing the garden.

A

gate or door opening upon the street was locked.
(59)

The Pontellier house, described as "perfect after the
conventional type" and one in which "nothing was amiss,"
fits the same New Orleans society expectations (50). These
houses, like the social jungle, do not accept those who do
not conform.

They are physically kept out by the "iron

bars," the "high fence, 11 and the locked door.
Metaphorically, one is kept out of society--the contents of
the house--if one is not approved to enter.
The New Orleans social environment is a strict one;
adherence to the social expectations are absolutely
necessary for survival.

For instance, the wife needed to be

submissive to her husband, since he supported her, as Chopin
shows in the following passage:
Mr. Pontellier had been a rather courteous husband
so long as he met a certain tactic submissiveness
in his wife.

But her new and unexpected line of
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conduct completely bewildered him.

It shocked

him. Then her absolute disregard for her duties
as a wife angered him. (57)
Chopin's portrait of the obligations of a wife is in
accordance with Henry Northrop's 1881 Golden Manual on
social expectations, which states, "A good wife will always
obey her husband as it is part of her marriage vow" (57).
Edna, chafed by the social oppression manifest in New
Orleans society, resists.

Her husband, as a representative

of a society that views women as inferior to men, thinks she
must be ill to snub society and tells the doctor, "she
doesn't act well" (65).

Because her actions go against the

norm, the doctor answers that if it is not an inherited
tendency--since "most women are moody and whimsical"--then
she must be suffering from "some passing whim . . . due to
some cause or causes which you needn't try to fathom" (66).
The doctor's thoughts are in keeping with Victorian thought
which was, as Carroll Smith-Rosenburg points out, that "The
True woman was emotional, dependent, and gentle--a born
follower" (199).

Therefore, in a social jungle where women

were expected to be submissive, one who resisted this flow
of society could not survive unless she carried the trait of
unusual strength.
Edna attempts to revolt against her surroundings, but
being weak, she falls.

She is not strong enough to deal

with the situation she has created for herself, as Chopin
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"'It seems to me, my dear

shows in the following passage:

child,' said the Doctor at parting, holding her hand, 'you
seem to me to be in trouble'" (110).

The doctor is correct.

Edna is, in fact, "in trouble" since she does not have the
strength to survive as a social outcast.

Once she has

rebelled, she finds she has not the vitality to manage that
situation and "her whole existence was dulled, like a faded
garment" (46).

Edna's society caused her to feel restricted

by "an indescribable oppression" (8) and she feels bound by
social conventions.

One such convention was "reception
on this designated day, the

day," mentioned in chapter 14.

lady of the house was expected to receive her high society
callers.

Northrop explains that reception day "must always

be observed by a refined lady of culture" and that
entertaining these visitors is

11

a necessary social grace of

the gentlewoman" (68).
Edna, however, feeling that this convention is
unimportant, abandons this ritual:
Mrs. Pontellier did not wear her usual Tuesday
reception gown; she was in ordinary dress.

Mr.

Pontellier, who was observant about such things,
noticed it.
"Tired out, Edna? Whom did you have?

Many

callers?" he asked. . . .
"There were a good many," replied Edna, who
was eating her soup with evident satisfaction.

"I
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found their cards when I got home; I was out."
"Out!" exclaimed her husband, with something
like genuine consternation in his voice as he laid
down the vinegar cruet and looked at her through
his glasses.
on Tuesday?

"Why, what could have taken you out
What did you have to do?"

"Nothing.
I went out.

I simply felt like going out, and

11

"Why, my dear, I should think you'd
understand by this time people don't do such
things; we've got to observe les convenances . .
it's such seeming trifles that we've got to
take seriously; such things count." (51)
The observance of such social rituals allow one, as Mr.
Pontellier points out, "to get on and keep up with the
procession" (51) and thus survive in his or her high society
environment.

Herbert Spencer comments on a similar idea in

the following passage:
conventions precede socia l evolution; they
precede human evolution and they are traceable
among higher animals.

The dog, being afraid of

being beaten, comes crawling to its master;
clearly manifeSting the desire to show social
submission. · • • They do like each other. Even
the savage values observa nce of rules of
etiquette from strangers a nd is greatly offended
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by any breach of them. (4)
Consequently, social conventions become an internal part of
the social environment.
Edna, however, abandons social conventions and strikes
out on her own.

First, she begins to question her husband's

control, as she abandons her reception obligations.

She

also pursues her affections for another man--her "symptoms
of infatuation" for Robert (46).

She abandons her

husband's house to live alone in "a little four-room house
around the corner" (79).
of Alcee Arobin.

Finally, she accepts the company

On Edna's social impropriety, Madame

Ratignoille comments,
"In some way you seem to me like a child, Edna.
You seem to act without a certain amount of
reflection which is necessary in this life.
You know how evil-minded the world is--someone was
talking of Alcee Arobin visiting you . .
Monsieur Ratignolle was telling me that his
attentions alone are considered enough to ruin a
woman's name."

(95)

Madame Ratignolle's assumptions are correct; reflection upon
social appropriateness is a necessity for survival in the
environment of a social jungle like New Orleans.

Without

observance of social standards, Edna becomes an outcast.
Since she is weak, she cannot survive on her own,
having fallen out of favor with society.

Edna flees the
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city environment, but finds no place of refuge at Grand
In her final scene, Edna is shown "beside the sea,

Isle.

absolutely alone'' (113).

As she enters the ocean, Chopin

shows that "the water was chill," unlike the pleasant summer
temperature of the vacation before, and "the water was
deep."

The water consumes Edna, "enfolding the body" into
All

itself as the woman swims farther into the sea (113).

of these circumstances lead to her "exhaustion" and the
"overpowering" she feels as she drifts out into the sea
(114).

Later in the sentence preceding the final paragraph

of the novel, Chopin writes, "her [Edna's] strength was
Again,

gone" (114) and Edna's life--her survival--was over.

the frail characters, who are unable to adapt to their
powerful circumstances, do indeed perish.

Like Maggie, Edna

is consumed by nature, though it is the strong, but somewhat
softer nature of the island setting, and not that of the
brutal city.
Although the survivors are featured more prominently in
Maggie, Chopin also shows the type of character who is able
to survive.

Mr. Pontellier is able to weather the social

environment because he accepts society and conforms to it.
Robert Lebrun, Alcee Arobin, and the Ratignolles also adapt
to society and are able to survive within the social jungle.
As crane contrasted Maggie's weakness with Pete's strength,
so does Chopin contrast Edna to Mademoiselle Reisz.

Reisz

does have the strength to stand up against the social
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jungle.

She is described as
. . . dragging a chair in and out of her room, at
intervals objecting to the crying of a baby, which
a nurse in the adjoining cottage was endeavoring
to put to sleep. She was a disagreeable little
woman, no longer young, who had quarreled with
almost every one, owing to a temper which was
self-assertive and a disposition to trample upon
the rights of others. (26)

Although she is characterized in an unpleasant way,
Mademoiselle Reisz is equipped to endure the harsh realities
of society and has the strength to fight and to overcome its
She does survive, therefore, where Mrs.

pressures.

Pontellier does not.
Through the examination of the effects of Naturalism
and biological determinism on the lives and social
conditions of Crane's characters in the novel, Maggie:

A

Girl of the Streets, and Chopin's in The Awakening, it is
evident that the writers understand and believe in the
powerful influence of environment on character.

Donald

Pizer says,
"Crane, then, is a naturalistic writer in the
sense that he believes that environment molds
lives.

But he is much more than this, for his

primary concern is not a dispassionate,
pessimistic tracing of inevitable forces but a
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satiric assault on weakness. . . .

11

(qtd. in

Holton 39)
Also, Richard Chase contributes to this concept by stating
that in Naturalism
There is the stress on heredity and environment as
these limit or make impossible the operation of
free choice in human conduct; there is the candid
reportage of the sordid and brute-like in human
life; there is the testing of human strength in
a context of violence and of struggle.

(ix)

Crane's theme for Maggie: A Girl of the Streets becomes the
concept that men are linked to their primitive, atavistic
ancestry and are shaped by their environment while being
unable to effect any change on this environment, and that
characters unable to endure this environment cannot survive.
These are the elements of Naturalistic fiction which are
portrayed in Crane's work.

Chopin, in The Awakening, also

focuses on these Naturalistic concerns, however in a more
subtle way.

To understand these two novels fully, one must

emphasize the philosophical and scientific theories of
Darwin and Spencer which influenced both Stephen crane's
work and the work of Crane's contemporary, Kate Chopin.

IV
Even though Maggie and The Awakening are written by
opposite sexes with opposite settings and have quite
culturally

different protagonists, they share the

Naturalistic themes of biological determinism, which is
expressed through the use of animal imagery and animal
symbolism.

Death is inevitable in the concrete jungle as

well as the social jungle when the characters in these
settings are themselves too weak. Although they aspire to be
strong, they are bound by their own heredity.

Characters in

Naturalistic novels, who illustrate Spencer's belief in the
survival of the fittest, may hold off death for a time; in
the case of Crane's Maggie and Chopin's Edna, their strength
is a fa9ade since they do not have the internal drive to
give this strength form and reality.
The two young women characters, Edna and Maggie, have
distinct similarities.

Both women dream about men they are

attracted to, but they are not strong enough to win the
everlasting favor of those men in the competition necessary
within the animal environment where they exist.

Also, once

both of these women leave the status quo of their homes,
their strength declines rapidly because of the power of
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their unfamiliar surroundings.

Although Maggie's home was

the scene of turmoil, it was the sort of agitation that
Maggie had encountered while growing up and in which she had
learned to survive, with her strong brother Jimmie's
assistance.

Edna's residence with her husband was

irritating to her, but she understood her life and she was
not alone there.

Yet, once both these characters have gone

into that jungle on their own, they can never return to the
same place again because that stability has vanished. In the
end, neither woman has the strength to survive as a solitary
creature in the harsh, animalistic physical and social
environment.
While neither Edna Pontellier nor Maggie Johnson
survives, the attitudes of the writers toward these women
characters seem to be somewhat different.

Crane does not

even allow Maggie to have positive aspirations, making her
appear less human and more animal-like than Edna.

Maggie

appears to be doomed to be swallowed up by her overpowering,
violent, dark environment from the onset of the novel.
Maggie's dreams do not even include herself and thus appear
to be very negative. For example, in chapter twelve, Maggie
admits that her own life is not her own, shown as she thinks
of "the collar and cuffs manufactory and the eternal moan of
the proprietor. . . .

As to the present she perceived only

vague reasons to be miserable.

Her life was Pete's" (40).

Maggie actually looks up to some of the animalistic
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characters, as shown when she imagines "Pete's elegant
occupation" (20) and a "half dozen women in love with him .
. . she thought he must live in a blare of pleasure" (21).
Before her death, Maggie meets a gentleman, who seems to be
a possible savior,

"but as the girl timidly accosted him,

he gave a convulsive movement and saved his respectability
by a vigorous sidestep" (54).

From her encounter with the

gentleman, her descent to death is reinforced.

Each man she

meets as she moves closer to the river appears more animal
like than the one before, until she encounters what appears
to be the most primitive one--the man who looks like a
"jelly fish" (56).

Thus Crane gives Maggie no salvation

from the physical or social environment.
Chopin allows Edna to dream about achieving her desire
for social freedom even if her dreams do not come true, and
the reader is led to believe that she has some chance,
although slim, for survival.

Chopin writes in the novel,

"She [Edna] discovered many a sunny, sleepy corner to dream
in.

And she found it good to dream and to be alone and

unmolested" (58).

Chopin also has Edna, in contrast to

Maggie, looking down upon the animalistic characters; as
Edna, remarks, "the people around me are like some uncanny,
half-human beings" (30).

Before her death, Chopin shows

Edna as "some new-born creature, opening its eyes in a
familiar world that it has never known" (114).

This image

appears to be positive, yet the sea represents not a
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rebirth, but a retreat from life into death.

crane's very

negative approach to his woman protagonist varies from
Chopin's slightly more positive one.

With both writers

recognizing the impact of nature upon character, it seems
almost as if Crane knows from the beginning that Maggie
cannot fly away to survive alone in the concrete jungle,
while Chopin keeps hoping that Edna will become strong,
perhaps fly free of the powerful hold of her environment,
yet can finally only give her dignity in death.
Biological determinism is a major theme for both
novels, with both writers using animal symbolism to show the
concrete/social jungles and the inhabitants therein.
Whether these characters are described with negative
atavistic animal imagery or with the seemingly more evolved
bird imagery, it appears that only the strong characters, be
they bird, like Mademoiselle Reisz, or animal, like Pete,
survive, while the weak, like Maggie and Edna, have no
possibility for survival unless they can somehow surmount
their inherited frailty and become mightier than their
powerful
world.

environments--an impossibility in a Naturalistic
Stephen Crane's Maggie has been acknowledged as an

important work in the canon of American literary Naturalism;
placing Kate Chopin's The Awakening in its rightful context
beside Maggie brings the reader new insights into the
complex characterization of Edna Pontellier.

j
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